Notes on Plotinus - Ennead One, Second Tractate - On Virtue 


1. The Relationship Between Human Virtues and The Divine 

According to Plato, the natural goal of Man is to escape from the material realm. This is for two 
reasons. 

1. Evil permeates and dominates the material realm. 

2. The natural inclination of the soul is to retreat from evil. 

Given that the material realm is dominated by evil, and given that the nature of the soul is to 
avoid and escape evil, it is thus the natural tendency of the soul to attempt to escape from 
the material realm itself. 

How is this escape achieved? According to Plato, we escape by living in harmony with the 
Divine (thus creating a harmonic resonance between us and the Divine). Primarily, this entails 
behaving and thinking in accordance with virtue. 

While this is a conventional opinion, it raises several questions. 

• Does the Divine itself possess virtue? 

• What is 'the Divine'? 

When we think of the Divine, we tend to think of it as the thing which possesses the highest order 
principles of virtue, which possesses the most wisdom, and which is responsible for the acts of 
creation (i.e. the World-Soul or the Demiurge). 

Does virtue reside within the Divine? Let us consider the classic human and civic virtues, such as 
courage and moderation. The divine cannot be harmed, as it is eternal. So could it really possess 
courage? Courage in the face of what threat? As for moderation, the Divine has no needs. So what 
could tempt it? We run into the same logical problems in asserting that the Divine possesses 
virtues as we did when investigating whether or not base level sense perceptions and emotions 
have their seat in the Ideal Form of the soul (from notes on Ennead One, First Tractate, section 2). 

Clearly the human (and Civic) virtues do not apply to the Divine. Prudence implies a victory over 
the irrational human tendencies, tendencies which the Divine surely does not have. Thus, Prudence 
does not apply to the Divine. Self-control implies a victory over the rash emotional human 
tendencies, tendencies which the Divine does not have. Thus, self-control does not apply to the 
Divine. Righteousness implies a victory of moral acts over all manner of immoral acts, immoral acts 
which offer no temptation to the Divine. Thus, even Righteousness itself does not apply to the 
Divine. 

Since the human and civic virtues have no application to the Divine, a human being cannot engage 
in human and civic virtues to become in harmony with the Divine. 

Merely engaging in human and civic virtues is insufficient to create a harmonic resonance with the 
divine. 


If the human and civic virtues are insufficient for complete harmonization with the divine, then 
higher order virtue of the soul must be realized for a true harmonic resonance to be achieved. 



Yet just because human and civic virtues do not entirely harmonize us with the divine, it does not 
mean that they are of no use in that endeavor. Even though human and civic virtues have no 
commensurability with the Divine, a human who succeeds in upholding them will be more similar 
to the divine than a human who does not. Such human and civic virtues do not bring the Divine 
closer to the virtuous human, but rather they bring the virtuous human closer to the Divine. For an 
analogous example, a human standing next to a fire does not cause the fire to become warmer, 
however the human being will become warmer, and thus the similarity (and consequently, the 
harmony) between the human and the fire is increased. 

This analogy brings to light the relationship between the experiences of the material realm (base 
level sensory perceptions to the human) and the higher ordered Ideal Forms which are prior to the 
material variant manifestations of them. For example, an individual material house is different 
from the Ideal Form of 'houses'. The material house has attributes specific to the material realm 
which do not exist in the realm of Ideal Forms. A material house has specific length dimensions; 
however the Ideal Form of a house is not of any particular size. A material house is built in a 
specific, shape, however the Ideal Form of a house is not in any particular shape. This is true for all 
of the physical attributes of a house. 

This leads us to a peculiar situation. While the Ideal Fiouse has no particular physical attributes, it is 
precisely the particular physical attributes of a material house whose combination causes the 
material object to resemble the Ideal Form of 'houses'. 

In this way, although the Divine does not possess human or civic virtues, a human may resemble 
the divine by possessing the right combination of human and civic virtues. 

How A Human Can Resemble The Divine 

It is necessary to further examine the human virtues more closely. Via the human virtues, we can 

become closer to being in harmonic resonance with the Divine. Particularly, we must examine how 

virtue exists in a human being, and how virtue exists as an archetype in the realm of Ideal Forms. 


There are two possible reasons why things can resemble one another: 

a. Things can resemble each other because they both share a primordial principle. 

b. Things can resemble each other because one of them is a principle and the other thing shares 
in that principle. 

In case a., the two things share a similar nature in that they are both things participating in 
something primordial. For example, two objects might be the same color (e.g. blue). They share a 
fundamental aspect of their nature in that they are both objects which are participating in the 
same higher order principle. Their similarity is that they both are colored blue (i.e. they both 
participate in 'blueness'). 

In case b., the two things do not share a similar nature. One is a higher order principle, and their 
other is an object participating in that principle. For example, one might be a particular color (e.g. 
red) and another is an object participating in that color (i.e. a red object). In this case, the red 
object is participating in 'redness,' however the principle 'redness' is not also participating in 
'redness'. Their similarity is in that the object resembles the principle. 



In one case you have things which are similar because they all resemble a principle. In the other 
case, you have things which are similar because one of them is an object which resembles a 
principle, and the other is the principle itself. The Divine is the realm of the higher order principles. 
Since a human is an object which participates in various principles, a virtuous human resembles the 
Divine via possibility b. 

A virtuous human becomes in harmony with the divine by participating in the higher order 
principles of virtue. 

To clarify, let us consider human virtue more closely. 

Each humanly virtuous action is a particular instance of acting virtuously. In this way, the human 
and civic virtues imprint onto a human being in the same way a shape is imprinted to a material 
object when it is molded, carved, or cast into that shape (e.g. as the conceptual/geometric shape of 
'axes' is imprinted onto a piece of metal when it is forged into an axe head). The material thing, be 
it an axe head or a human action, is one possible variant of the higher order principle. 

Consequently, a virtuous human can resemble the Divine in the same way that a particular axe can 
resemble the Ideal Form of 'axes'. In turn, a human being which is not engaged with higher order 
principles has no resemblance to the Divine, just how an unformed piece of matter does not 
resemble any particular shape or category of object. The more virtuous a human being, the more 
that human is in harmonic resonance with the Divine via this resemblance. 

The human and civic virtues are the acts and mindsets which harmonize a human being with the 
Divine. The civic and human virtues are not aspects of the Divine itself. 

The confusion (as discussed in notes on Ennead One, Second Tractates section 1) was to mistake 
the human resemblance to the divine as being a variety of resemblance possibility a. (i.e.two things 
sharing participation in a higher order principle), when in actuality it is a variety of resemblance 
possibility b. 

3. Human Virtue as Separation From The Passions of the Body 

Plato makes a distinction between human and civic virtues and higher order virtues. He says that 
ascent to Divinity entails a flight away from the material world and its ways (including civic virtues 
and humanity-centric values). He qualifies civic and human virtues as 'homely'. Plato describes all 
virtues as processes of purification. Yet also, he asserts that the higher order virtues are needed 
for a human to achieve harmonic resonance and ultimately assimilation with Divinity. 

How do virtues purify? How does purification bring a human being closer to divinity? 

As is discussed elsewhere (notes on Ennead One, First Tractate. Section 9), evil belongs to the body. 
As a result, when the soul mingles with the body (as is the case in the process of the soul animating 
a body), it shares in the evils of the body. In turn, the soul may become improved by disengaging 
from apatite and desires of the body, and instead by engaging with its true nature, which is to 
engage in acts of Intellection. 


And so, the virtue Prudence involves not blindly following the whims of the body, the virtue 
Temperance involves divorcing oneself from the passions of the body, the virtue Courage involves 



doing away with the fear of separation from the body, and the virtue Justice involves allowing 
reason and intelligence (i.e. acts of Intellection) to be the basis for decisions. 

A human being may become in harmony with the Divine by mirroring its nature. The Ideal Forms 
are eternal, and impervious to the events of the material world. The Divine provides the framework 
for things within the material world without being affected by them in return. Consequently, a 
virtuous human acts not as a result the events of the material world (e.g. not based on the passions 
of the body), but acts in accordance with the wisdom of the Divine. 

In spite of the fact that a man may become virtuous by imitation of the Divine, it is not the case 
that Divine itself possesses virtue. A human may posses a virtuous character as they engage in 
virtuous actions. The properties of the Divine are of an entirely different quality than that which 
exists in a human. Divine wisdoms are the Intelligible principles themselves, whereas human being 
may only engage particular instances. For example, the concept of Justice itself is Divine, however a 
human being may only engage in particular acts of Justice (such as choosing to do the right thing 
instead of succumbing to bodily temptations). The Divine principle itself is the essence, and 
encapsulates all possible manifestations of the principle. In that sense, the divine is 'perfect' or 
'complete'. Particular human actions are only one of an infinite number of manifestations of the 
principle. Fluman actions are only one of an infinite number of possibilities, so they are 'imperfect' 
or 'incomplete'. Souls may be virtuous by acting in congruence with the Divine, but the Divine has 
no ways of acting or being in various states such that it is logically incompatible with the concept of 
virtue. 

Since the Divine does not possess flaws or potential vulnerabilities, and since virtues are a process 
by which something can overcome the distractions caused by flaws and potential vulnerabilities, the 
Divine cannot engage in virtue or possess a virtuous character. 

The Divine lacks the necessary flaws and vulnerabilities which are prerequisite for virtues. 

4. Human Virtues and Virtue of the Soul 

How does this process of purification relate to the higher ordered virtue of the soul? 

There are two logically possible ways virtue of the soul could relate to the concept of 
purification: 

i. Virtue could be the process of purification. 

ii. Virtue could be the conseguent result of a process of purification. 

Is a virtuous person someone who is engaged in the process of purification, or is it someone who 
has already purified themselves? 

Something already purified is superior to the process of purification. This is because something 
purified has already had its negative attributes removed, whereas something in the process of 
purification still possesses negative attributes. 


Is something merely having its negative attributes removed sufficient for it to be Good? No, the 
lack of something negative does not imply the possession of something positive. For example. 


someone does not become wealthy once they have repaid their debts. In addition, they would 
need to accumulate wealth. 


Souls begin without any accumulated evil, but ultimately fall into evil acts. Something good would 
not commit evil acts. Since souls begin without any accumulated evil, and since souls fall into evil 
acts which are incongruent with being good, a mere lack of accumulated evil (whether it be initially 
pure, or post-purification) is insufficient for goodness. 

With regards to the soul, a soul without evil is not necessarily good. 

Since a soul can be good or evil, it must participate in the Ideal Forms of both good and evil. A soul 
may participate in Good via using its Intellectual abilities to resonate with the realm of the Divine. 

A soul may participate in Evil via forsaking harmonization with the Divine in favor of prioritizing the 
passions, desires, and appetites of the material body. 

Virtues purify the soul by shifting focus away from the passions, desires, and appetites of the body 
to the wisdom of the Divine realm of Ideal Form. The end result of this process is to be in complete 
harmonic resonance with the Divine, and having no concern for the passions, desires, and 
appetites of the body. This state of harmonic resonance with the divine is the property of the Soul. 

So we now have our distinction between the virtues of the Fluman and Soul: 

• Fluman and civic virtues are the processes of purification a human may participate in. 

• The higher order virtue of the soul is a state of having already been purified, the result 
of which is to be in perfect harmonic resonance with the Divine. 

What can we say about the soul which has reached this harmonic resonance? 

Souls never possess the Ideal Forms completely, rather they only ever posse variant manifestations 
of them. For example, a soul may possess a body of a particular color or shape, but it never 
possesses the Ideal Form of 'color' or 'shape'. A soul's ignorance of its possessed variant 
manifestations does not mean that it does not possess them, and it does not mean that it does not 
participate in the relevant Ideal Form either. Through acts of Intellection, a soul is able to relate its 
possessions (i.e. attributes) to the Ideal Forms they participate in. For example, a soul may realize 
that it participates in Courage by relating the Ideal Form of 'Courage' with specific courageous acts 
it has engaged in. Better yet, it may relate potential actions to the Ideal Form of 'Courage' before 
making any relevant decisions. In other words, a truly Courageous man will only engage in acts that 
it has already discerned to be Courageous. 

True virtue of the soul, true harmonic resonance with the divine is thus a soul which engages in the 
human virtues, achieves purity from evil, and finally is able to Intellectually relate its virtuous 
attributes to the Ideal Form of virtue itself. 

A soul may participate in all of the Ideal Forms, and yet may not have made any Intellectual acts of 
relating its possessed manifest variants of the Ideal forms back with the Ideal Forms themselves. In 
this way, the process of gaining knowledge is merely the realization of things as they actually are 
(and already were). If we have not yet made the relations, we are unaware of the truth. 

5. The Limits of Purification 



We have established that to be in harmony with the Divine, we must purify ourselves by cutting 
ties without material and bodily passions, desires, and appetites. What is the limit of this 
purification process fora human being? 

The answer to this lies in a distinction between that which is necessary and that which is decadent. 
If injured a person will necessarily feel a degree of pain, but the virtuous person will not wallow in 
it unnecessarily. Eating is necessary, and eating brings about pleasure, but a virtuous person will 
not seek out food for the sake of its pleasure alone. In a dangerous situation, a person will be 
afraid, but a virtuous person will not allow their fear to become incommensurate with the threat, 
nor focus on the feeling more than is necessary to avoid the danger. If wronged, a person will feel 
angry, but a virtuous person will not allow this anger to influence their decisions. For the same 
reasons that a Soul itself has no need for base level emotions/passions, desires, and appetites 
(from notes on Ennead One, First Tractate, section 2), a purified human is above such vanities. 

Since a human being is a Soul animating a body (i.e. an Animated Body), and since a body will have 
passions, desires, and appetites, and since a virtues human being has purified themselves by 
detaching as much as Is possible from the passions, desires, and appetites of the body, then a 
virtuous person will engage with the passions, appetites, and desires of the body only as much as Is 
necessary, 

A virtuous (i.e. purified) person only engages with passions, appetites, and desires to the degree 
which is necessary for the basics of survival and good health. 

Above all else, a purified person resists the unconscious urges of the body. It seeks to examine 
Intellectually each passion, desire, and appetite, and chooses only to act in ways which are wise 
and beneficial. The more purified a person, the more naturally this process will occur. To a truly 
virtuous person, the mere understanding of something being the proper course of action is 
sufficient to overcome any contrary passions, desires, and appetites. 

6 . The Positive and Negative Requirements for Divinity 

A purified human being ceases to 'sin' (i.e. fall victim to the whims of the passions, desires, and 
appetite of the body), however this is not the ultimate goal. The lack of a negative does not 
necessitate the possession of a positive. The ultimate goal of a human being is to reach the Divine. 
Thus, a person who is merely purified has not reached the Divine. 

A human being who is engaged with the Divine, but still struggles with the passions, desires, and 
appetite of the body can be thought of as semi-divine (i.e a Demigod). In this case, the person 
possesses a sort of double nature, partly Divine, partly impure. Thus, a person who merely engages 
with the Divine without overcoming their earthly passions, desires, and appetites has not fully 
reached the Divine. 

To cease engaging the passions, desires, and appetites of the body is repaired for purification, but is 
insufficient to reach the Divine. To reflect on one's actions and consciously relate thoughts to the 
higher order Ideal Forms is to engage the divine, but is insufficient to harmonize with the Divine 
fully. Thus, It is necessary to both be purified of the earthly passions, desires, and appetites AND to 
actively engage the Divine via Intellectual contemplation to fully be in harmony with the Divine. This 
is the limit of what is possible for a mere human being. 



Only a person who is both purified and engaged in contemplative Intellectual reflection of all things 
has reached the Divine (as much as is possible for a human Animated Body). 

For a maximally Divine human, the virtues merge. Their wisdom consists in both a relational 
understanding of the Ideal Forms and Intellectual essences, but also in an Intuitive understanding 
of the Principle of Intellection itself. 

Once again, we find that this Wisdom takes two forms. There are the virtues of wisdom, which 
belong to the soul itself in the form of the wise actions a wise person engages in (i.e the various 
specific manifestations of Wisdom). Then there is the pure non-specific Intellectual concept of 
'Wisdom' itself. The actions participate in Wisdom, but are not the Principle itself. The Principle of 
Wisdom itself is non-specific, and encompasses all possible Wise actions (i.e. it is the essence of 
Wisdom). As a result, a truly wise person must both engage in Wise actions, but also must have an 
Intellectual understanding of Wisdom as a Principle. 

This distinction also allows us to distinguish the higher order virtues of the soul from the lower 
order human virtues. The lower order virtues are individual, specific virtuous acts. They contain the 
essence of the higher order principle, but do not exhaustively cover all the higher order principle's 
possible variations. The higher order virtues are the essences of each virtue itself, which 
encompasses all possible manifesting variations of it. So, a lower order virtue might be to engage in 
Courage via putting oneself in harms way to defend another. The higher order virtue would be the 
essence of Courage itself, which is non-specific and encompasses all possible courageous actions. 

The relationship between the human virtues and the soul mirrors the relationship between the 
Virtues of the soul and Intellection (Nous). The human being is within the material realm, one step 
removed from the simpler, higher order realm of the Soul. Fluman virtues purify a human being by 
focusing their attention to the Soul and away from the concerns of the material body. The Soul is in 
turn one step removed from the simpler, higher order realm of Nous/Intellection. Thus, the virtues 
of the Soul purify the soul by focusing its attention away from the realm of Souls and towards the 
realm of pure Intellect/Nous. 

Virtues of the Soul Purify The Soul 

For every human and civic virtue, there is a corollary virtue of the soul. For a human, the virtues are 
specific acts. An example of Fluman Intelligence might be an instance of a human being making a 
particular decision and relying on Wisdom over unexamined instinct. For the Soul, Intelligence is 
the essence of the principle of wise thought. An example of human Temperance might be to 
suppress a particular bodily urge. For the Soul, Temperance is the essence of the principle of 
focusing on oneself over external stimuli. An example of human Justice might be a person fulfilling 
a specific obligation they have to someone else. For the Soul, Justice is the essence of the principle 
of doing the right thing. An example of human Courage may be a person not regarding their bodily 
self in a particular dangerous situation. For the Soul, Courage is the essence of the principle of 
impassiveness to the material. An example human Prudence might be to examine one's options 
carefully before making a specific decision. For the Soul, Prudence is the essence of the principle of 
avoiding irrationality. The Soul is not these essential principles (e.g. Ideal Forms) itself, but rather 
the Soul contemplates these principles. 

Human virtues purify a human, and in the same manner virtues of the soul purify the soul. Since 
virtues purify, and since within each realm, purification involves a reduction to the realm with Is 




simpler (e.g. less specific), earlier, and more primordial, we must conclude that the simpler and less 
specific something is, the closer it is to being purely good (I.e. perfect). Since the earlier things go 
(i.e. the simpler, less distinct things become), the better they become, it must be the case that the 
eariiest thing must be the most good. Since the earliest (i.e. least distinct) thing is purely good, we 
must conclude that goodness is essential. 

The good which is the result of purification via virtues is not in fact produced by this virtue, but 
rather was always present and merely tarnished by the presence of impurities. 

Since the higher order virtues are less specific than the lower order virtues, it is the case that the 
higher order virtues encompass all of their lower order counterparts. The Soul-level virtue of 
Intelligence encompasses all possible individual acts of the human-level virtue of Intelligence. The 
human level virtues are distinct, and only encompass a small portion of the higher order virtue 
which they participate in. 

Given this, what can we say of the Virtuous Human being (i.e. the Sage)? Is it possible for them to 
possess both the higher order and lower order virtues? Must the virtues be actualized, or may they 
only exist as potential? What can we say when the domain of one virtue overlaps with another, and 
examining a decision through the lens of each virtue seems to allow for differing virtuous actions? 

In order to rid themselves of the harmful aspects of the material realm, a virtuous man will engage 
in the human virtues via specific virtuous actions. This is necessary for negative virtue (i.e to be free 
from 'sin'). In order to elevate themselves to the Divine, a virtuous man will contemplate the 
essence of the principles of the Divine itself. To do so is necessary for positive virtue (i.e. to attain 
harmony with the Divine). Thus, for each virtue, a truly virtuous Sage will be unsatisfied with 
merely limiting the effects of harmful aspects of the material realm. In contemplating the essences 
of the virtues themselves, the true Sage will ultimately seek to understand them intuitively, and 
thus assimilate harmoniously with the Divine itself. In doing so the Sage knows the relationships 
between the virtues, and can correctly navigate their interactions. 


The true Sage is purified from sin, and in harmony with all of the principles of the Divine. As a 
result, the Virtuous Sage becomes capable of acting appropriately consistently. 



